This study investigate strategic consensus in organizations. Previous studies have examined consensus in the top management team and between the top management team and middle managers. In our study we propose the importance of considering consensus among lower level employees. We argue that intra-organizational flow of information influences the development of consensus at the middle and lower levels of the organizational hierarchy. We also argue that the hierarchical level of the information source plays a crucial role in developing consensus. We analyze these relationships with data collected from a large service organization over two time periods.
Introduction
Researchers have suggested that organizations are goal-directed social entities (Cyert& March, 1963) . Commitment of organizational membersto an organizational goal is essential for organizational success (Hrebiniak& Snow, 1982; Dess & Origer, 1987; Polzer, Milton, & Swann Jr., 2002; Li &Hambrick, 2005) . In order to align efforts of different organizational constituents towards a common goal, normative literature in strategic management has emphasized various practices such as the development of mission statements (Ansoff, 1965) , participation of organizational constituents in decision making (Fiol, 1994) , and the development of goal-oriented reward systems. However, given the composition of organizations (i.e. the diversity of members of an organization), ensuring the awareness and commitment of all organizational constituents to organizational goals is difficult (Polzer et al, 2002) .
The presence of consensus among the organization's members about organizational goals is a major determinant of the customers' perception of the organization's conduct in its external environment (Kopelman, Brief, &Guzzon, 1990) . The awareness of goals acts as a normative guide for the behavior of organizational employees. Employees, who are either uninformed or uncommitted to the organization's goals, exhibit inconsistent behavior which may result in substantial damage to the organization's cause.This is especially true in the context of middle and lower level employees, who generally do not participate in the organization's strategic planning (Wooldridge & Floyd, 1989) . On the other hand, the CEO and the members of the top management team (TMT) possess the knowledge of strategic goals and are generally committed to it because of their participation in shaping the final strategic goal for organization (Dooley, Fryxell, & Judge, 2000) . However, some organizational scholars have argued that despite consensus on organizational goals, the conduct of organizational members may be inconsistent with goals of organization as the members use different means to achieve the set goal (Mintzberg, 1994) . Thus, there is need for consensus on both the goal and on the means to achieve the decided goal (Bourgeois, 1985) . (Kellermanns, Walter, Floyd, Lechner, & Shaw, 2011; Pagell& Krause, 2002; Rapert, Velliquette, & Garretson, 2002) but also innovation (Bantel & Jackon, 1989) . However, mostof the research has focused on the consensus among members of TMT (Bourgeois, 1980 (Bourgeois, , 1985 Dess, 1987; Dess& Origer, 1987; Priem, 1990) or between TMT and middle level managers (Wooldridge & Floyd, 1989 , 1990 ) and the consequences of the consensus on organizational outcomes. Employees at the lower levels of the organizational hierarchy or boundary role personnel are missing completely from research on consensus. This is especially true in the context of service organizations, where boundary role personnel because of their unique position in firm's interaction with its task environment (Adams, 1976) are best suited for managing critical interfaces with customers (Aldrich &Herker, 1977 , Keller, 1993 . They reflect the organization's image and policy in every interaction with customers (Schneider, 1993) thereby creating avenues for shaping a positive or negative image in the customer's mind (Keller, 1993) . It is therefore crucial for organizations that lower level employees are aware of not only organization goals but also of the means to achieve the goals. In the absence of consensus among lower level employees, the realization of organization goals is placed in jeopardy (Jemison, 1984; MacMillan, 1978; Floyd & Wooldridge, 1992 ). This requires the lower level employees to share consensus with both the TMT and middle level employees of the organization. Our argument is that the scope of consensus in the organization should include not just the TMT and middle level employees but also the lower level employees or boundary role personnel. However, creating consensus among different level of employees is easier said than done. Research on the antecedents of consensus in the literature is sparse.There is, however, normative work which suggests that consensus across organizational levels can be achieved through the imposition of a structural framework such as formalizing rules and procedures (John & Rue, 1991) . This requires the creation of a more mechanistic organization structure, which given the level of competition and change in the environment may be inappropriate and place the organization at a comparative disadvantage.
In this paper, we draw upon marketing theories of brand equity to propose that consensus among the organization's employees, especially the middle and lower-level employees, can be achieved by increasing the level of internal information flow or communication in the organization. We also argue that the hierarchy of informationsource (TMT, middle and lower level employee) will have a differential impact on the informationreceivers'advancement towards consensus with rest of the organization's members. We finally test our model using data from a service organization.
Intra-organizational Information Flow and Consensus in Organizations
Information flow is the lifeblood of the organization and an organization cannot exist in absence of this flow (Rogers & Rogers, 1976) . Information flows play various crucial roles in organizations (Jivan&Zarandi, 2012) . For example, marketing researchers have suggested that the flow of product information (e.g. frequency of advertisements) increases the brand awareness of the consumer or customer (Moreland &Zajonc, 1979) . The assumption underlying this argument is that the repetition of information enhances the likelihood and extent to which a person attends to, comprehends, and retains the information (Hovland, Janis, & Kelly, 1953) . The subject's increasing familiarity with the information (Zajonc, 1968) raises the likelihood and amount of attitude change (Hovland, et al., 1953) . Inside organizations, information flow has a similar impact on its receivers (Markos&Sridevi, 2010) . As the information flow (about organizational goals and means) increases in the organization, the familiarity of employees about organizational goals and means increases significantly . The familiarity with organizational goal and means guides the behavior of the employees in a consistent manner resulting in increased congruence with other layers of the organization.
Hierarchy of Information Source and Consensus
The flow of information involves three components -the source of information, the information transfer medium, and the receiver of the information. Previous researchers have suggested that information source attributes, such as trustworthiness (Levin, Cross, & Abrams, 2002 ), competence (Levitt & March, 1988 , and proximity to the receiver (Roger, 1980) , play a significant role in the transfer process.The three levels of hierarchy in the organization, the TMT, middle managers (MM), and boundary role personnel (BRP) will have different degrees of associated trustworthiness, competence, and proximity attributes. For example, members of the TMT are involved in planning the organizational goal, and hence, will naturally be assumed to be more competent and provide more trustworthy information about organizational goalsthan a source from any other level of the organizational hierarchy. However, the proximity between a source from the TMT and a receiver from BRP is less than the proximity between source and receiver from same hierarchical level (e.g. a BRP source & a BRP receiver, or a MM source & a MM receiver). Information transfers across organizational levels are less proximate (e.g. from a TMT source to a BRP receiver or vice versa). While closer proximity increases the development of personal bonds between source and receiver, it also significantly increases the potential for distortion in transfer process and decreases the utility of transfer process (e.g. Morrison, 1993) . In transferring information across levels, the power difference between source and receiver, where source has higher power or authority compared to receiver, brings a structure to the flow of information between them. This suggests that the vertical downward communication should have the highest level of information transfer utility in the organization. Horizontal communication on the other hand significantly reduces the utility of transfer process. For example, transfer involving a TMT source, who is at the top of the organizational hierarchy, and a BRP receiver, who is at the lowest level of organization, should have highest utility despite the lowest proximity between the two (e.g. Rodgers & Rodgers, 1980) . The primary reason for this enhanced utility is the highest power difference between the two. The significant power difference negates the chances of distortion in the form of personal communication during the transfer process. It follows that the transfer involving a source and a receiver from the middle managers will have significantly lower utility despite closer proximity between them. This is because the lower distance and power differences between them increases the potential for personal relationships, which significantly increases the potential for distortion in the transfer process. Personal relationshipsonly increase communication significantly when the kind of communication that involved is other than organizational (Rodgers & Rodgers, 1980) . Similar processes will influence the transfer process across other organizational hierarchies. Overall, the hierarchical level of the source will play a crucial role in the information transfer process.
Hypotheses
Emphasizing the importance of information flow in organizations, Doz and Prahalad (1984) suggested that TMTs of multinational organizations use communication to develop a single perspective and cohesiveness in an otherwise diverse and complex organizational structure. Poole (1978, 493) also noted that communication serves as the basis for control and coordination in organization and linked organization communication to its effectiveness. Intra-organizational communication aligns diverse organization constituents and facilitates the control and coordination of work efforts in organizations (Senge, 1990) .According to strategic management researchers, frequent and effective communication between the organization's decision makers and those responsible for implementation at the operations or lower levels of the organization developsa commonality of shared perception and strategic vision across the organization levels (Jemison, 1984; Floyd and Wooldridge, 1992) . Frequent communication helps to develop common definitions of terms between the messenger and receiver, thus aiding the understanding of the meaning of communication andminimizing the distortion in communication channels (Roger and Roger, 1976) . Use of technology, which enhances the frequency of communication and in-group interaction, is correlated with consensus in the group (Watson, DeSanctis, &Poole, 1988) . This leads us to our first hypothesis.
Hypothesis 1: An increased level of intra-organizational communication affects the development of strategic consensus in the organization.
There are three hierarchical levels of information sources in an organization -the TMT, the MM, and the BRP. At the same time these sources are also the receivers of information. However, in the context of present study, there are only two information receivers -the MM and the BRP. This is because the TMT cannot finalize the organizational goals without having consensus among them. Thus, consensus in the organization basically means the consensus of employees at the MM and the BRP level with the members of the TMT. The information flow in the organization is of two types vertical and horizontal. Horizontal information flow involves flow in a single hierarchical level where the information transfer occurs among the members of a hierarchical level (e.g. from a BRP member to another BRP member).The vertical information flow involves multiple levels of the organization hierarchy and information never flows between members of same hierarchy (e.g. from TMT member to BRP member).Organizational information flows consist of a mixture of horizontal and vertical communication. However, when the information in question is organizational and not personal, then most of the information flow is vertical (Simon & Other, 1950) .Also, downward information flows are more frequent than upward flows (Simon & Other, 1950) . There is often relatively little upward communication in an organization (Walker & Guest, 1952) .
TMT members, being the designers of organizational goals, are the most knowledgeable about future directionality of the organization and the strategy to be implemented to realize those goals (Huber & Power, 1985) .Directing the efforts of other organizational members towards organizational goals requires the TMT initiate the communication that shares this critical information with other organization members (Markos&Sridevi, 2010) . This makes the TMT members the most frequent initiator of information flow in organization than individuals at the lower level (Roger & Roger, 1976) . However, despite initiating a high proportion of the messages, the TMT members receive a low proportion of information from lower levels of www.ccsenet.org/ijbm International Journal of Business and Management Vol. 7, No. 17; 2012 4 organizational hierarchy.
BRP as Information Receiver.Information flow involving a BRP receiver can have three sources of information -TMT, MM, & BRP. Employees at the lowest level of the organizational hierarchy turn to middle managers for guidance in their daily organizational life. Due to this frequent interaction and the accessibility of MM, the BRP receiver rely on MM for all kinds of organizational guidance, thereby significantly increasing perceived reliability of the MM source. Also, the daily interaction increases a BRP's perceived trustworthiness of the MM source. However, the power difference between the BRP and MM ensures the distortion in the information flow will remain at a minimum level. For the BRP, MM are the reliable information source about strategy and strategic means.
Organizational scholars using the resource dependence perspective suggest that the TMTat the apex of the organizational hierarchy are the most influential source of information and their information will have higher impact onBRP compared to information from MM ( Van de Ven& Walker, 1984) . However, in most organizations access to the TMT is restricted to protect the TMTfrom the information overload that may resultif they are allowed to communicate with all organization members (Rogers & Rogers, 1976) . Thus, BRP will not have much access to information from the TMT. The BRP are the lowest in hierarchy and message from them will have lowest reliability. Morrison (1993) argues that peers will be preferred for some types of information and supervisor for others. Greller and Herold (1975) found that employees rated supervisors as the most informative sources of role information. The information exchange between employees and supervisors is mostly work related compared to information exchange between peers where it is more personal. Supervisors being higher in hierarchy than peers will have more information about the strategy and work compared with information peers have. This leads to us to next hypothesis. MM as information receiver. A MM information receiver will also have three different source of organization information -the TMT, MM and BRP. However, as mentioned previously, the information flow in organizations is mostly downward (Rogers & Rogers, 1976 ) so most of the organizational information is communicated from the TMT level. The power difference between TMT and MM provide a structure to the information flow. The power difference reduces the information distortion during the transfer process. MM's perceived competence of the TMT will be also high compared to the perceived competence of either a MM or a BRP source, because the TMT source is generally involved in the organizational decision making. Also, the TMT source is at higher hierarchical level than either a MM or BRP source, this increases MM perception of trustworthiness of a TMT source in providing correct organizational information. Therefore, the communication from the TMT will have greater influence and reliability than communication from MM and BRP. The perceived competence of a BRP source will be significantly lower than the perceived competence of a similar MM source as BRP are at a lower hierarchical level. This hierarchical difference between MM and BRP sourcesmay also create suspicion about the trustworthiness of BRP's organizational information due to ego -a MM may have difficulty trusting a source from a lower level employee. While a MM source and a MM receiver share same level of organizational hierarchy, thereby significantly increasing the potential of information distortion (Morrison, 1993) the perceived competence and trustworthiness of source for information will be significantly higher relative to a BRP source. This leads us to third and final hypothesis. 
Methods
The hypotheses proposed in this study were tested using sample data collected through a quasi-longitudinal field study conducted in a large, multi-location bank in the western U.S.The study was prompted by an organizational crisis; changes in the market conditions lead to a noticeable decline in the market share and other performance indicators at the bank. The arrival of new Chief Executive Officer (CEO) led to an adjustment in the bank www.ccsenet.org/ijbm
International Journal of Business and Management Vol. 7, No. 17; strategy. The new strategy was prepared by the "retail strategy committee", which included thirteen TMT members of the bank. One of the researchers acted as the observer and facilitator to the strategy planning process.
As an observer, the researcher interacted with "retail strategy committee" members and interviewed other senior executives and middle managers selected from other functional areas such as customer service, marketing, and operations. During this process data were collected from organizational members through a questionnaire. The data were collected at two different points of time from the organization's employees at all three levels of the organizational hierarchy. The same survey questionnaires were used at both times in collecting the data. We obtained a final usable sample of 255 in the first time period and 230 in the second time period. In both samples majority of subjects were in the lower level of organizational hierarchy (74% in first and 72% in the second). Middle managers comprised 20 % and 22% percent of data in first and second sample respectively. The rest were members of TMT. We tested the hypotheses proposed in this study on both sets of data separately.
Measurements
The measures of study variable used in this study are as follows.
Strategic Consensus.The strategic consensus was measured using a two-step process. In the first step, we measured the strategy of subject organization using a set of eighteen items identified from our review of the strategy literature. These items represented important components of strategy (Hambrick, 1983; Dess& Davis, 1984) . The face validity of these items was assessed during an on-site interview with members of the TMT. These items represented three different dimensions of the organization's strategy.The three underlying dimensions of organization strategy we used in this study are: customer service strategy, product/service strategy, and sales strategy.
Customer Service Strategy. Customer service strategy was measured using seven-item scale. The respondents provided answers on a 7-point, Likert-type scale ranging from 1 = rarely and activity to 7 = always an activity. A sample item is, "Taking time to provide individualized service to customers." -Product/Service Strategy.Product/service strategywas captured using a four-item scale. The respondents provided answers on a 7-point, Likert-type scale ranging from 1 = rarely and activity to 7 = always an activity. A sample item is, "Providing products/services that customers perceive as unique to your organization." -Sales Strategy.Sales strategy was measured using seven-item scale. The respondents provided answers on a 7-point, Likert-type scale ranging from 1 = rarely an activity to 7 = always an activity. A sample item is, "Selling products to current customers."
In the second step, we calculated a score for strategic consensus for each of the three representative strategy content dimensions, for both the middle managers (MM) and the boundary role person's (BRP)lack of strategic awareness of the "planned" strategy of the organization. This was done by calculating the absolute value of the difference between the aggregate score for the focal individual on that strategic dimension and the mean score for the members of the top management team. This approach to the assessment of an organization's intended strategy, by averaging the perceptual data across top managers, has been employed in previous studies (Sutcliffe, 1994) . Historically, numerous studies have documented situations in which averaged perceptions were quite accurate even though almost all individuals' perceptions were inaccurate (Starbuck & Bass, 1963) . We obtained three scores of strategic consensus each for MM & BRP. These composite score were called MM customer service strategy consensus, MM product service strategy consensus, and MM sales strategy consensus.Three similar BRP strategic consensus dimensions scores were created for the analysis.
Information flow: Following Goldhaber & Rogers (1979) , we used two dimensions of information flow to assess its quality. The two dimensions used are communication frequency and usefulness of information.
-
Communication frequency. We measured communication frequency using a fifteen-item scale. These items captured the frequency with which messages were received from each communication source (TMT, MM, BRP and Peers) about the strategy of the organization. Items of the scale were 7-point, Likert-type, where 1 = Not at all to 7 = every day.The items of the scale were summed to create a single score communication frequency.
Usefulness of Information. The usefulness of information flow was measured using a fifteen-item scale. These items asked respondents about the strategic variables used for capturing the present strategy of the organization. Communication usefulness was measured using a 7-point, Likert type scale, ranging from 1 = not at all useful to 7 = very useful. The items of the scale were summed to create a single composite score called information usefulness.
Analysis
We performed maximum-likelihood factor analysis on both samples of data to assess the dimensionality of our measures. We examined the solutions with oblique rotations as the underlying factors were assumed to be correlated with each other. For testing the hypotheses proposed in this study, we used multiple regressions with consensus as our dependent variable. We compared the relative strength of information flow from different communication sources on consensus at MM and BRP levels by comparing standardized regression coefficients.
Measurement Properties
Three factors with eigenvalues greater than 1 emerged during exploratory maximum likelihood factor analysis performed using eighteen items from organizational strategy. We analyzed the solution with oblique rotation due to assumption of correlation among underlying dimensions of organization's strategy. The three factors which emerged accounted for almost 60% of the variance in the items. The results indicated that the items of the underlying factors loaded heavily on their appropriate factor while the cross loadings were generally weak. We repeated the analysis using the data from second time period. The results indicated findings similar to those from time period one. Again three factors emerged during the analysis, which together accounted for almost 59% of variance in the items. The items of underlying factors again loaded heavily on their appropriate factors while cross loading on other factors were low.
Six factors with eigenvalues greater than 1 emerged during exploratory maximum likelihood factor performed using thirty items of organization information flow in both data samples. We analyzed the solution with oblique rotation due to assumption of correlation among underlying dimensions of information flow.The six factors together accounted for 70 % and 73% of variance in time period 1 and time period 2 samples, respectively.
We also assessed the reliability of our scale by performing reliability analysis. All the study measures had Cronbach's alpha (α) greater than .70 (the lowest alpha was information frequency from TMT α = .79). The reliability of all the measures from both data samples is presented in tables 1 and 2. * Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).
** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).
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Results
Means, standard deviations, and correlations among study variables for time periods 1 and 2 data samples are shown in tables 1 and 2 respectively. The consensus on three dimensions of organization's strategy (customer service strategy, product/service strategy, and sales strategy) are positively related to frequency and usefulness of communication, with some exceptions, from all three levels of organizational hierarchy in both samples. Frequency of information flow from TMT is has no correlation with any of consensus dimension in the first time period sample. In the second time period sample, it is not related to consensus on product/service strategy.
The results of the regression analysis for BRP consensus for time periods 1 and 2 is displayed in tables 3 and 4, respectively. While the regression results for MM consensus for time period 1 and 2 is shown in tables 5and 6, respectively. Our first hypothesis suggested a positive influence of intra-organizational communication on consensus. A glance at the results of regression tables suggest that usefulness of information has an impact on consensus at both MM and BRP levels; but frequency of communication has almost no impact on the formation of consensus at either hierarchical level. Even though most of the regression coefficients are not significant, the directionality of the relationship is consistent with our hypothesis. Overall, the support for hypothesis one is mixed.
Hypotheses 2a, 2b, and 2c concern the influence of communication source (from different hierarchical levels) on BRP consensus. As can be seen in tables 3 and 4, only the usefulness of information from the TMT has a marginally significant impact on BRP consensus in the time period 2 sample. In time period 1 sample, usefulness of information from MM has significant impact on two dimensions of consensus (customer service strategy and sales strategy). Thus, the results for hypothesis 2a and 2b are inconclusive. Additionally, given the inconclusive results for hypotheses 2a and 2b, the result for hypothesis 2c remains inconclusive.
Finally, Hypotheses 3a, 3b, and 3c concerned the influence of communication source from different hierarchical levels on MM consensus. As can be seen in the tables 3 and 4, only the usefulness of information from the TMT and MM have a positive impact on MM consensus in the time period 1 sample. However, the results are not consistent across all three dimensions of consensus. In the time period 2 sample, the MM communication frequency and TMT usefulness of information have a positive impact on product/service strategy consensus. In the time period 1 sample, MM information usefulness has a positive influence on two dimensions of consensuscustomer service and product/service strategy. Overall, we find partial support for hypothesis 3a and 3b. However, in the absence of concrete results, findings for hypothesis 3c are inconclusive.
Discussion
This study contributes to the strategy literature in several ways. First, we provide evidence of the influence of information flow on the development of strategic consensus in the organization. In this process, we find that the usefulness of information is more important than the frequency of information flow. Our findings are consistent with the suggestions of Rodgers and Rodgers (1980) , who proposed that most of the communication in organization is downward as we found that communication from BRP source has no impact on consensus at MM or BRP level.
consensus at the TMT level (Dess, 1987; Dess& Origer, 1987) and MM level (Wooldridge & Floyd, 1990) , the research on consensus at the BRP level is nonexistent. This is the first study to include all three organizational levels in examining consensus.
Finally this study makes a significant contribution to the strategy literature by arguing that the hierarchical position of the information source in the organization determines their influencing power on consensus.
There are also limitations associated with this study. The first major limitation is the source of data. The data were collected from a single organization. This limits the generalizability of the findings of this study. Additionally, the survey method was used to collect the data from respondents creating a potential for common method bias in the data. However, the patterns of correlation among the study variables do not seem to indicate this bias. Another major limitation is that causal inferences cannot be drawn from this study because of our use of cross-sectional data (we analyzed two time period samples independently). Although we collected data at two different periods of time; the design of the study did not allow us to track individuals over the duration of the study. Future researchers could rectify this quasi-longitudinal problem by tracking individuals over time or using an experimental design which provides potential for rigorous control over the subjects.
Despite these limitations, we believe this study makes an important contribution to strategy field by helping us to understand the process involved in the development of consensus in an organization.
